Hepatitis C virus RNA quantitation in hepatic veins and peripheral blood in patients with liver cirrhosis: evidence for low level intrahepatic hepatitis C virus replication in advanced liver disease.
Very few data exist concerning the level of hepatitis C virus replication within the cirrhotic liver and its relationship to disease severity and progression. To quantitate hepatitis C virus RNA in hepatic vein blood and peripheral blood in patients with cirrhosis, to evaluate the correlation of hepatitis C virus levels in paired blood samples, and to compare the results with clinical features. A series of 25 patients with hepatitis C virus-related liver cirrhosis undergoing hepatic vein catheterization were studied: 11 belonged to Child Pugh class A, 8 to class B and 6 to class C. Hepatitis C virus RNA levels did not differ between hepatic vein blood and peripheral blood (p = 0.26), despite a trend towards higher peripheral hepatitis C virus RNA levels. Hepatitis C virus RNA levels did not differ between patients with genotype 1b and non-1b either in hepatic veins or peripheral blood. Hepatitis C virus loads varied according to the severity of cirrhosis. The patients with more severe liver disease had significantly lower RNA titres than those with less advanced cirrhosis, both in hepatic veins (p = 0.002) and peripheral blood (p = 0.004). No differences in hepatitis C virus load were observed between patients in Child Pugh classes B and C. The present data show that in patients with cirrhosis hepatitis C virus RNA concentrations do not differ between hepatic blood and peripheral blood and, furthermore, confirm that hepatitis C virus replication is reduced in patients with advanced cirrhosis, compared with patients with less severe liver disease. These findings might indicate that patients with liver cirrhosis maintain an efficient intrahepatic hepatitis C virus replication even in end-stage disease, although hepatitis C virus viraemia decreases according to the severity of liver disease.